Background and Purpose: Cervical internal carotid artery dissections are diagnosed with an increasing frequency, but reliable epidemiologic data are not available. The aim of this study was to determine the incidence rate of spontaneous cervical internal carotid artery dissection in a defined population.
It is well recognized that dissections of the cervical internal carotid artery (ICA) may cause ischemic stroke or transient ischemic attacks (particularly in young patients in terms of stroke age), unilateral head or neck pain, oculosympathetic palsy, pulsatile tinnitus, and cranial nerve palsies.1-6 ICA dissection may occur spontaneously or after obvious blunt or penetrating trauma to the neck. 3, 4, 7 Occasionally there is a history of a trivial predisposing event. 8 In the past two decades a number of case reports as well as series of patients have provided significant information regarding the clinical features, angiographic and other imaging aspects, and prognosis for these dissections.1-49 However, reliable epidemiologic data are not available. All of the reported series have been from referral medical centers. In the present study we examined the occurrence of spontaneous ICA dissection in a defined population.
Subjects and Methods
The unique features of the medical record linkage system used for epidemiologic studies in Rochester, Minn, have been described previously.10-13 The of Rochester who had suffered a spontaneous dissection of the extracranial ICA were identified from 1987 through 1992. These patients were diagnosed during this 6-year period at a rate of one to three per year. Average annual incidence rates were calculated from 1987 through 1992 and were age-and sex-adjusted to the 1990 US white population.
The average annual incidence for all age groups was 2.6 per 100 000 population (95% confidence interval [CI] , 0.9 to 4.2). The average annual incidence for those aged 20 years and older was 3.5 per 100 000 population (95% CI, 1.3 to 5.8).
Clinical and imaging characteristics of the 10 patients are presented in the We found the average annual incidence of spontaneous ICA dissection for all age groups to be 2.6 per 100 000 population. This compares with about 10 per 100 000 for aneurysmal subarachnoid hemorrhage. 13 Spontaneous dissections of the cervical ICA in referral patients have been diagnosed at our institution on a regular basis since the early 1970s.14 However, this is an uncommon disorder with diverse clinical manifestations. It In accordance with our overall experience, ischemic cerebrovascular disease and oculosympathetic palsy associated with head or neck pain were the most common manifestations of ICA dissection; there was no mortality, and the clinical course was generally benign. In one patient headache was the only symptom of ICA dissection. It is likely that with the increasing availability and sensitivity of MRI and MRA as well as a heightened index of suspicion, an increasing number of patients with ICA dissection will be detected, especially those with subtle clinical manifestations of the disease. The presently reported incidence figures are likely to be an underestimation of the true incidence of spontaneous ICA dissection.
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Internal carotid artery dissection in a community. Rochester, Minnesota, 1987-1992.
